Is steroid therapy needed in the treatment of destructive thyrotoxicosis induced by alpha-interferon in chronic hepatitis C?
Treatment with interferon (IFN) of patients affected by chronic hepatitis C (CH-C) may produce alterations in thyroid function, such as hypothyroidism, Graves'-like hyperthyroidism and destructive thyrotoxicosis (DT). IFN-induced DT is characterized by suppressed serum TSH levels, normal or elevated FT4 and FT3 concentrations, with the presence or absence of thyroid peroxidase antibodies and antithyroglobulin antibodies, the absence of thyroid receptor antibodies and radioactive iodine uptake suppressed or <5%. IFN-induced DT is a mild clinical disease, because thyroid-destructive processes last for a short time and involve a small portion of the gland. At present, the therapeutic approach in DT suggests IFN withdrawal and 1-2 months of methylprednisolone treatment. In consideration of possible untoward side effects of steroid treatment in patients with CH-C, we studied two groups of patients with CH-C who developed DT after treatments with various preparations of recombinant IFN (with or without ribavirin). Patients sequentially entered the study during a 4-year period, at the time of DT diagnosis, when IFN therapy was discontinued. The first 12 subjects (group A) were treated with 8-16 mg/day methylprednisolone for 30-40 days after IFN withdrawal; in the following 15 patients (group B), IFN withdrawal was not followed by any additional treatment. All patients underwent clinical and laboratory controls of thyroid function at 1, 2, 3 and 6 months after DT diagnosis. The results showed restoration of euthyroidism in both group A and group B patients at 6 months after DT diagnosis, regardless of steroid treatment. The simple withdrawal of IFN therapy in patients with CH-C, who had developed DT, appears to be effective in the treatment of the thyroid disease. This therapeutic approach should be preferred in order to avoid possible undesired side effects of steroid therapy in patients with CH-C.